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Changing Paradigtns
of a Secondary
Reading/English Teacher
by Rita Noon

For the past thirty years I have
implemented many different teaching
methods that were to solve all of my
teaching problems. I eagerly embraced
each one with the hope that I finally
would be able to meet the needs of all
my students. The results were always
the same, minimal success. For the last
six years I have been teaching in a
multi-cultural high school with a
population a little under 2000 students.
The challenge to help all my students
become independent learners and
productive citizens had become increasingly more difficult. The process of
changing my teaching paradigms was
slow and evolutionary.
Throughout my career I was
unsuccessfully searching for different
methods to try with my students. After
awhile I became very skeptical about
any new theories of education. Even my
own methods worked better than those
that were promoted by "leaders" in
education. I had no proof these
methods would work. At the same
time, I was becoming progressively
frustrated and burned out. Teaching
had become a chore and the enjoyment
I once knew was rapidly decreased.
Retirement became a real option.
Teaching became just a job! With the
seed of retirement germinating in my
subconscious, I taught my students as
best I could with little enthusiasm.
About six years "3-go during
summer vacation, I confided to a very

dear friend, Celeste Crouch, a fellow
reading teacher, my frustrations. She
told me about a group of reading
teachers from all over the state of
Michigan, who meet every month at the
Department of Education with Dr.
Elaine Weber, State Director of Reading.
This group called the Curriculum
Review Committee, CRC, gathers each
month to read, research, and share ideas
about reading. What a revolutionary
idea: teachers meeting just to talk
professionally! My friend's enthusiasm
peaked my interest. She invited me to
the next meeting. I looked forward to
that first meeting even though it was
scheduled during summer vacation.
At my first meeting with the CRC,
I experienced something I had not felt
during the many professional meetings
I had attended in the past. We discussed
ideas, techniques, research, and the new
definition of reading. We discussed how
reading is an interactive, constructive,
and dynamic process. This implies that
all readers must take a more active role
in their reading and learning. To
achieve this students need a variety of
reading strategies such as: activating
their prior knowledge, questioning
techniques, directive reading activities,
think-a-louds, reciprocal teaching, and
cooperative learning. I left that meeting
with a wonderful feeling toward my
choosen profession.
After meeting through the
summer and into the following school

year, my spirits were lifted. I looked
forward to every meeting. With great
anticipation I read all about the latest
research in reading and of the many
strategies that would help students
become better readers. To my knowledge, never before had educational
theories been proven based on research.
I finally realized there were
reading strategies that really worked.
During the first year I wrestled with the
idea of trying some of them. I wanted to
try these strategies; yet, something
inside prevented me from doing so.
Why? Deep down I was afraid that
these new ideas would not work either.
It was not easy to adopt a new belief
system. At times my intellect said that
this was great, but then the fear and
doubts of possible failure would
surface: With my inner-city students?
Will it really work? These nagging
questions kept recurring that I had
experienced
with
fly-by-night
techniques. The strategies maybe would
work for others, but not for my classes.
Besides, if I were to adopt the
philosophy of the new research, I
would have to completely change the
way I taught. After so many years, how
could I do that? If I were to adopt these
new methods, I had to make a serious
commitment. Was I willing?
With the encouragement of the
wonderful CRC people, I decided to
implement a few new reading strategies
the following school year. I had studied
for one year; now I felt I was ready to
begin. I started very slowly and
cautiously. As I became more comfortable with the strategies, I soon realized
that I was looking forward to each class
period, and I was having fun teaching. I
had almost forgotten how that felt.
My students had a more difficult
time adjusting to my new ways than I
had anticipated. They had to do more

thinking than they had ever done
before. I expected them to think in ways
that they had not been exposed to in
their previous classes. They read more
and asked their own questions instead
of my asking the questions for them.
They began to accept more
responsibility for their own education. I
found that the gifted students were the
first to value the new strategies. I had
more resistance to this way of teaching
with those students who needed these
strategies to achieve academically.
When the students realized that I was
serious and really believed in this way
of learning, they began to cooperate and
find some success. To my pleasant
surprise, I began to see some changes
too.
I saw progress manifesting itself in
many different ways. After working
with different reading strategies, the
students felt comfortable in reading and
asking questions, working independently, and working with others in
cooperative learning activities. They
were more willing to explore and to
investigate new ideas. Students really
learned from each other with the
cooperative learning strategy. It was not
just shared ignorance. Students became
more relaxed with difficult assignments
and accepted mistakes and failure in the
process of achieving a specific objective.
I often heard from my students: This is

fun. I like learning this way. Mrs. Noon,
you were right. It really worked. All of
my efforts were validated when some
students insisted that any of their other
classes could be changed, but not
English, when scheduling for second
semester. I also had students come back
to thank me for the strategies because
they had applied them in other courses
and discovered that they helped them
achieve good grades. I had a few
(continued on page 36)

Rose Todd-Shannon
C.O.P. ISD
6065 Learning Lane
Indian River, MI 49749
(W) 616 / 238-9394

Dr. Elaine Weber
MDE
P.O. Box 30008
Lansing, MI 48909
(W) 517 /373-8793

Margaret Wernet
Shiawassee ISD
208 North Brady St.
Corunna, MI 48817
(W) 517 /743-3471

Jon Tomlanovich
Eaton ISD
1790 E. Packard Hwy.
Charlotte, MI 48813
(W) 517 /543-5500

Elaine Weckler
Berrien ISO
711 St. Joseph Avenue
Berrien Springs, 49103
(W) 616/471-7725

Bob Williams
MacombISD
44001 Garfield
Mt. Clemens, MI 48044
(W) 313 / 286-8800

Dr. Karen Urbschat
Wayne ISD
33500 Van Born Road
Wayne, MI 48184
(W) 313/467-1575

Jane Weiser
Jackson ISD
6700 Browns Lake Road
Jackson, MI 49201
(W) 517 /743-3471

Changing Paradigms of a
Secondary Reading/English Teacher
(continued from page 30)
students who really worked and
no transfer of these strategies to other
content areas. If strategies were part of
advanced at least two or more levels in
one year. Many students went from low
the students' educational experiences
average in my ninth grade General
within the school environment, I believe
that the transfer would be made.
English to American Literature in the
tenth grade. I followed their progress
Teachers need encouragement and
and discovered that they did well. One
support in implementing new research
low-average student graduated with
in their classes. If we want to provide
top honors in her senior year. At last I
the best instruction possible for our
really had found a way to help students
youth, the paradigms of school and
to become independent learners.
society must change. My slow,
Many of my students have
evolutionary process developed over
experienced success like the ones that l
time with much soul-searching and
have described. As I reflect on and
hcud work. I am now ready and
evaluate these past years, I can count
confident to accept the challenges that
many triumphs, but I also have serious
are required to help our young people
concerns. I have found the reading
be thinking, reading, writing, and
strategies to be effective. Why have I
problem-solving adults in this
not reached more students? There arc
informational age in the United States.
many factors that contribute to this
dilemma. It takes at least eight month-;
of working with these strategies, 011t..'
hour a day, for students to use them
with ease. Many times students USL'
specific strategies only in the class in
which the strategies are taught. There is

